In 1864, a fire destroyed the Chosŏn-Qing frontier market for Qing merchants at Kyŏngwŏn on the Tumen River. Unable to supply timbers himself, the Kyŏngwŏn magistrate asked his Qing counterpart across the river in Hunchun, for permission to fell timbers in Qing territory. This request was to evolve into a series of violations of frontier protocol that eventually necessitated a Chosŏn diplomatic mission to Beijing to restore frontier order. Read uncritically, the tributary discourses that facilitated these interactions between Qing and Chosŏn suggest a timeless relationship borne of the forces of the cosmos itself. Taken as empirical accounts, the discourses reveal little of how the two states interacted along their border. Employing close readings of Qing and Chosŏn intergovernmental communications, this article argues that the most important question is not what these texts are about but rather what they do. Emerging scholarship in international relations and other fields employing models of a Chinese tributary system must be careful in using tributary discourse naïvely to reconstruct the policy and ideological commitments of its participants. To do so is to mistake the performative for the descriptive.
Considered in this light, there is little to gain by asking whether tributary discourse was true, whether it reflected some sort of verifiable reality. The unfolding and resolution of the timber incident of 1864-1865 shows the futility of depending on a naïve reading of tributary discourse as a portal into the policy and practice of the Chosŏn-Qing relationship; the rhetoric of inter-court communications had few points of contact with expediencies of administration in the Chosŏn-Qing borderland. This article's close readings of the Chosŏn-Qing correspondence in the context of Sin Myŏnghŭi's timber missteps show that we must not employ tributary discourse as something of a raw data set that will speak to us of ideological commitments, policy models, and ultimately worldviews. Conversely, we must not dismiss it as meaningless boilerplate to be discarded as chaff from the wheat of the putatively actual content of document. To those who employed this discourse, it mattered not because of its truths or fictions but because of its performative and reiterative functionality.
Frontier Ruptures and Court Performatives
Sin Myŏnghŭi had only just settled into his duties when the fire broke out and he was faced with the decision that was to define his tenure as Kyŏngwŏn magistrate.
3 On June 4, 1864, he sent three messengers across the Tumen River to the office of Taifeiyina 臺斐音阿, colonel of Hunchun. In his message, Sin reported the fire damage and explained that because there was no timber available locally, he wanted permission to send a team of Chosŏn woodsmen across the Tumen into Qing territory to fell trees for the reconstruction project. The colonel replied that he did not have the authority to grant such permission and would have to refer the matter to his superior, the military governor of Jilin. He also suggested that in general there was no way to allow for a group of lumberjacks to cross the border to harvest trees. Upon issuing his refusal, he immediately sent the messengers back to Kyŏngwŏn with an escort. Sin sent his runners across the river once again three days later and repeated his request, suggesting that if the timbers were not sent in a timely manner the market would have to be delayed or perhaps cancelled entirely, with the implication that Taifeiyina might be held responsible. The colonel responded as before and sent the Chosŏn messengers back across the border. Board of Rites for instruction. In his report to the board, Jing pointed out that as a "country of propriety and righteousness" (禮義之邦), Chosŏn had never before demanded to cross the border to take resources. As there was no record of such an event, there was no precedent to follow.
Despite the peculiarity of the demand, Jing suggested that Sin's request be taken under consideration given that the timber was to be used for official business of both Qing and Chosŏn interests. This was not, as Jing put it, a mere matter of peasants crossing the border to hunt and gather for no particular reason. The market was at risk, and something had to be done. 5 The Board of Rites took the matter under consideration and on July 22 presented the matter to the emperor for his perusal. After first noting that direct communication between local officials was fundamentally at odds with established protocols, the board proposed accepting Jing Lun's suggestion that the Chosŏn request be granted, despite its unorthodox delivery and format, on the grounds that Chosŏn had long been correct in its management of border affairs and that the fate of the market was at stake. The board further proposed that the timbers be cut at a remote site with no geomantic obstacles in such a manner as to avoid disturbance to the local population. The emperor issued an edict approving the proposal on the same day with the instructions that Kojong and his court be informed immediately. 6 Jing Lun had the colonel of Hunchun inform Sin Myŏnghŭi of the decision and confirm the number and type of necessary timbers. He also dispatched his deputies Salinga 薩凌阿 and Duotuoli 多托哩 to locate a suitable stand of timber for the harvest. They soon reported that there were no stands of large timber near the Tumen River but they had found an appropriately remote and geomanticly acceptable site on the banks of the Gahali River 嘎哈哩河, a tributary of the Tumen. Salinga and Duotuoli informed Jing that they would send Lieutenant Nelehe 訥勒和 with a company of soldiers to the site to the fell the trees and await the arrival of a Chosŏn transport detail. At the end of their report to Jing, they noted that they had learned that Sin had not informed the Chosŏn king of the plan. When the king did find out, Salinga guessed, he might "be of an anxious countenance." Sin's actions and declared them not only unacceptable and unprecedented but entirely incomprehensible. The Border Defense Command then proposed that the throne 9 dismiss Sin from his post and order an immediate investigation so that punishments could be meted out.
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Once these orders were issued, the Border Defense Command continued, it would be necessary to formulate a response to the communication from the Qing Board of Rites. The Border Defense
Command indicated from the outset that, despite the embarrassing circumstances there was no choice other than to accept the timber; the situation was difficult enough without having to attempt to buck an imperial edict. To this end they advised the throne to order the governor of Hamgyŏng Province to appoint an officer to meet with Qing provincial and local officials and oversee the reception of the timber.
With the policy response decided, the Border Defense Command continued, the throne should have a letter prepared immediately to thank the Qing Emperor. The proposed letter would be structured around three primary elements. The first was to be an acknowledgment of the extraordinary display of imperial grace manifest in the gift; despite the fact that Sin's request was a gross violation of established protocol, the emperor had seen fit to grant it. The second was to be a promise to send an envoy to personally express royal gratitude. Finally, the message would include assurances that those who had exceeded their stations in asking Qing to help would meet with severest of punishments. The throne approved the proposals and added that the delicacy of the situation demanded that this first reply to the Qing Board of Rites be written with extreme care so as to stabilize the situation and restore appropriate relations. The throne further insisted that the officer dispatched to receive the timber should observe established protocols as strictly as possible in meeting with Qing officials so as not to complicate the situation any further.
The document was to be not only a reaffirmation of the Chosŏn commitment to the Qing court as a tributary state; it would be, in concert with the graceful reception of the timber, an enactment of that commitment.
The text of the first Chosŏn response received the approval of the throne and was sent to
Beijing on September 19, nine days after word of the incident arrived in Hansŏng. 11 The response adhered closely to the established format and rhetorical conventions. In this case the reply was in the form of an "Expression of Gratitude for Imperial Grace," or saŭn p'yo 謝恩表. To a great extent, the rhetoric and formats of the communications between the Chosŏn and Qing governments were fixed. In some cases the forms were so rigid that in the more routine documents, little changed from year to year other than the date. 12 The formats of Chosŏn tributary documents were established by Qing order in the early eighteenth century. 13 Although the saŭn p'yo were the least restrictive communication in recognition of the fact that they had to be composed in accordance with the particular instance of grace, there was still a template to be followed. 14 They were generally divided into four sections. The first acknowledged the receipt of the imperial edict through which the act of grace was granted. This section involved a summary of the facts of the case in question and the details of the imperial dispensation followed by a description of the joy experienced by the Chosŏn population at having received imperial attention. The template included stock phrases concerning the entirety of the country being emotionally overwhelmed by the imperial tenderness and the fear and awe with which the Chosŏn king viewed the emperor. 15 The third section provided a further elaboration of the case in question before launching into the fourth and final section in which the king reiterated his unworthiness and inadequacies before finally ending the document.
Although not technically a saŭn p'yo, the first Chosŏn reply on September 19 to the Board of Rites largely served the same function, standing in as a provisional expression of gratitude until a proper document could be formally presented to the Board of Rites by a Chosŏn envoy. From the beginning of the title, the document places the status of the Chosŏn sovereign and state in relation to the Qing throne:
The Chosŏn Head of State Affairs writes on the matter of the frightful recklessness of a local official, the unusual experience of an extraordinary embodiment of pity, and our emotional reception of Broad Imperial Grace such that we are entirely ashamed and fearful.
16
The letter employs the term "Chosŏn Head of State Affairs" (朝鮮權署國事) instead of the usual "Chosŏn King" (朝鮮王) because Kojong had yet to formally receive his patent of investiture from the Qing Emperor. 17 Thus, from the opening words of the letter, the reign of the Chosŏn sovereign was cast in a state of flux, merely provisional and pending Qing approval. The Chosŏn state awaited word from Beijing on its very legitimacy. This phrase provides some clue as to why the Chosŏn court found the timber incident so alarming; there was some possibility, In a development even more troubling to the Chosŏn court, Governor Kim found that An
Haeyul 安海律, an interpreter on Sin's staff, had already organized a group of twenty-seven Chosŏn men to cross the Tumen River and fetch the Qing timber. By the time the investigation had started, An and his men were already in Jilin. Hamgyŏng provincial authorities were waiting for his return whereupon they planned to arrest him. Upon first receiving word of the timber incident from the Board of Rites, the Chosŏn throne had originally considered the situation to be sufficiently delicate to stipulate on two occasions, once to the Border Defense Command and once in Kojong's letter, that the members of the mission dispatched to receive the timber be well-versed in ritual protocols for interacting with Qing officials. Kojong's letter promised officials "prudent and discreet" to oversee the delivery. This was undoubtedly a good idea, but it was too late. Despite the throne's attempts to ensure a smooth conclusion, a "scheming"
interpreter and his collection of local recruits were now the official faces of Chosŏn in Jilin.
These were not the fonts of prudence and discretion that the throne had envisioned.
The Imperial Spirit and "Logs by the Thousand": Yu Changhwan's Mission to Beijing
Although conditions on the ground were hardly progressing according to plan, the Pak portrayed Kojong's gratitude as all the greater in the knowledge that the conservation of resources is among the most fundamental tasks of the sage ruler.
In the next section, Pak speaks to Chosŏn loyalty to the Qing throne, the shameful aberration of Sin's request, and Qing generosity in the face of Chosŏn ineptitude and insignificance:
[His] grace is great, [His] bestowal manifold. Such events are rarely recorded. The Earth abides, sending forth the sun. All sincerely bow to the North Star.
We have trusted in the Imperial Spirit and long has it rained down upon this pond, a remote corner of the sea. We have maintained the ways of the marquis and humbly preserved the sincerity of this fief.
Now the magistrate of Kyŏngwŏn has requested timbers. By special edict the military governor of Jilin has permitted their felling.
The frontier officer committed a crime of great transgression and our hearts were fearful. Yet the military governor made his proposal and we have met with this enactment of compassion.
Now we have amply witnessed the mind of impartiality. How could it be that we have received logs by the thousand?
In the first two couplets of this section, Pak brings into relief the enormity of the moral authority of the emperor and the obscurity of Chosŏn. So great is the emperor's generosity that the cosmos itself bows to him and indeed revolves around him like the constellations swirl about the unmoving North Star. In such rhetoric, the North Star is a common metaphor for the ruler, a stationary figure around whom all things orbit. This imagery functions in the second couplet to throw into contrast the powerlessness of Chosŏn, a mere pond at the edge of the vast ocean that is Qing. Chosŏn had bathed in the rain of the Imperial Spirit 皇靈 throughout the ages and in return Chosŏn monarchs had faithfully played their role as the recipients of Qing investiture in maintaining their fief (封) and preserving the ways of the marquis. Pak makes no reference here to the independent existence of a Chosŏn state or sovereign. There is only a fief, a political entity dependent for its existence on the grace of investiture, hardly visible in the penumbra of empire.
How, then, in this state of helpless loyalty and obscurity, could an agent of the Chosŏn state stray presumptuous. Yet the military governor of Jilin, by special order of the emperor, allowed it to be granted. Sin had committed a great transgression and yet the Qing government, from the emperor down to the regional officials, bestowed a gift of great compassion upon the benighted Chosŏn. Under such circumstances, the bestowal of "logs by the thousand" is indeed miraculous.
In the final section, Pak again enumerates the powers and virtues of the emperor before concluding with a reaffirmation of the tributary relationship and its associated obligations:
[He] takes the entire world as His household. Fish of the ponds, beasts of the wood; all are subject to [His] Great Law.
[His] governance pervades, [His] love sustains with no distinction of near and far.
[He] causes plants and animals to be as content as Heaven and Earth are vast.
[He] rules and rectifies the inner realms and fully protects the outer domains. How could we not repay, however humbly, and defend the palisades?
Across the miles of Chejam from north to south we shout out upon the hilltops. To the Phoenix Palace bedecked with five-colored clouds we turn and express our wish to pray for [His] prosperity.
Here the entire world and all things in it are subject to imperial will. The emperor's will is shot through with a universal and inescapable love for the peoples of the world. There is no choice but to submit to his benevolent rule of the inner dominions (內服), the territories under direct Qing administration, and his complete protection of the outer domains (外藩), the tributary states outside the formal boundaries of the empire. In return, those who enjoy the favor and protection of the emperor willingly man the palisades and defend the empire. The sense of joy the people of Chosŏn have in meeting with the good fortune of imperial grace elicits in them a desire to scale the hills and mountains and turn to Beijing to sing the praises of the emperor.
In the final couplet, the term "Chejam" (鯷岑) denotes Chosŏn. Once the board issued a routine approval of the tribute goods and Yu performed his prostration before the Tongzhi Emperor later in his stay, 33 the issue of Sin's transgression on the frontier was effectively resolved, at least from the standpoint of the Qing and Chosŏn diplomatic corps.
For the remainder of their stay in Beijing, the only tasks remaining for Yu and his embassy were to receive gifts and attend official banquets.
"Kija's Eastern Land": Performative Call and Response
More than all the others, one Qing gift bore a considerably more direct expression not only of the current obligations of the Chosŏn-Qing relationship but of an imagined history of continuous Korean tribute to Chinese states since the fall of Yin 殷 to Zhou 周 nearly two thousand years in the past. Before Yu Changhwan's departure, the Qing court gave him a plaque bearing a four-character phrase, purportedly in the emperor's own hand, to be presented as a gift to King Kojong. 35 The plaque read, "Imperial command spreads across the Land of Jizi" The invocation of Jizi, read as "Kija" in Korean, had a twofold significance in Chosŏn.
First, Kija was believed to be the source of culture in Chosŏn. From at least the early tenth century, elites and commoners alike understood Kija to be something of a progenitor and the first teacher of morality and propriety. This belief in the cultural and moral influence of Kija continued into the early years of the twentieth century during the Great Han Empire period (1897) (1898) (1899) (1900) (1901) (1902) (1903) (1904) (1905) (1906) (1907) (1908) (1909) (1910) is an expression of gratitude for imperial grace, in this instance the gift of a plaque in the emperor's hand, but it is also an enactment of the Chosŏn-Qing relationship wherein Chosŏn is submissive and loyal and yet also occupies its own space of cultural and political legitimacy.
Yi begins his text with a recounting of the reception of the gift, praise for the beauty of the calligraphy, the profundity of its content, and deprecatory remarks and humble protestations of Chosŏn unworthiness. Yi then launches into an account of the significance of the emperor's gift in the context of Kija's legacy in Chosŏn. He begins with a cosmological framing:
Look to heavenly law in the constellations' embrace of the Pole Star; The Great Milky Way assumes its pattern.
Consider the earth offerings in the Eastern Land of Kija; The brilliant imperial ink spreads the imperial command.
This text from the imperial hand: A gift bestowed from the heart. Yi turns to the Book of Odes in the third couplet when he declares that the plaque is "a gift bestowed from the heart" (貺由中心). This is a reference to an ode in which the son of heaven bestows red bows upon his lords in recognition of their meritorious military service, declaring the bows "a gift from the heart." 43 A gift from the heart is given as an expression not only of simple affection but also as a sign of deep admiration. The Tongzhi Emperor's plaque, and the teaching so critical to the fundamental operations of the state contained therein, was a red bow bestowed on King Kojong in recognition of Chosŏn excellence in conducting the rites that form the foundation of the moral and ethical order Kija established and in loyally defending the palisades of empire.
In the following three couplets, Yi tightly binds Kija and Chosŏn across the ages:
Keeping azure hills for generations, [Kija] spread perfect rites and classics, Reaching everywhere to the wild frontiers.
How fortunate! Carts of like gauge, texts of like script, and ethical order, Just as illumined in the Great Plan and its Nine Divisions.
[And yet with the vagaries of] inferior understanding:
The ethical order first collapsed, then thrived. The Great Plan is an exposition on the core concepts of statecraft as centered on an understanding of the interstices of the forces of the cosmos and the principles of human relations.
When the sovereign well mediated well, these forces and principles were in order but when he did not they fell into ruin. Though beautiful, the Great Plan is fragile and always in need of proper implementation and maintenance. 46 Not just anyone can implement it, but here Yi suggests that Chosŏn does.
Yi turns momentarily turns his narrative around from the intimate Chosŏn-Kija connections in the following section with something of a plea for mercy and recognition of the lengths to which Chosŏn goes to meet its tributary obligations:
Now with the regular receipt of bound reeds in tribute, There is the great declaration: four characters from the imperial brush.
With the thought of the nine classics and cherishing those from afar, We overcome our anxiety and with multiple translators come to submit [tribute] .
In this land so transformed by the Eight Injunctions, [Kija] exerted a special effort to teach the great principles and honoring guests. The first couplet suggests that Qing has rewarded Chosŏn for its regular submission of tribute with the gift of the plaque but the choice of the phrase "bound reeds" (包茅) is an interesting one.
Cross-Currents: East Asian History and Culture Review
Bound reeds were not a part of Chosŏn tribute to Qing; the phrase rather invokes a narrative from the Zuo commentary to the Spring and Autumn Annals in which the state of Qi led an army against the state of Chu. A Chu envoy met them to parley, asking why they had to come. Guan Zhong管仲 responded that Chu had failed to submit tribute of bound reeds needed for the production and offering of sacrificial wine and so the duke of Qi had not been able to properly conduct rites. This ended up being a pretext for a Qi invasion of Chu territory. 48 Yi makes clear that Chosŏn has been regular in its submission of bound reeds, suggesting that there need not be another invasion. Although it is unlikely that the Chosŏn court actually feared military action, Yi's choice remains striking for its invocation of the unthinkable, of the most extreme of disasters.
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Yi continued to turn Chosŏn toward the Qing court as he wrote of the lengths to which
Chosŏn has gone to ensure that its envoys got to the Qing court. Knowing the Qing throne, in its righteousness, would welcome Chosŏn envoys from afar, in Yi's telling, Chosŏn overcame its alleged anxiety and sent envoys on their arduous journeys. "Multiple translators" (重三譯) is a reference to the arrival of a Yuechang 越裳 envoy at the Zhou court. Yuechang was a Southeast
Asian state at considerable a distance from Zhou, so when the envoy arrived he reportedly stated, "The road has been long, the mountains steep, and the rivers deep. Fearing that I would not be understood, I come to the [Zhou] court with multiple translators." 50 Yi draws a parallel between the Yuechang and Chosŏn envoys in that both traveled long physical distances as well as cultural-linguistic differences so that they may pay their respects at court. Yi makes sure to express to the Qing court that Chosŏn does not merely send proper tribute in a regular fashion to avoid conflict; it does so with great difficulty, humility, and ultimately, devotion.
In the final couplet of this section, however, Yi resumes his identification of Chosŏn with Kija and his sagely teachings. Kija began his transformation of Chosŏn through the implementation of his Eight Injunctions as a basic legal code. 51 He went further, in Yi's telling, by teaching the principles of government and "honoring guests" (賓興 something of a proclamation that Chosŏn has been steeped in the ways of the Zhou state for thousands of years. This is hardly a claim the Qing Empire could have made. As such, it functioned both as a reminder of the place Chosŏn claimed in the greater cosmopolitan culture and as a point of resistance at the end of a statement of submission.
Yi returns to praise of Kija's legacy in Chosŏn in the following section with a particular attention to the qualities of the sage king:
Should we assay [this grace] precisely, it is like the great hem of the imperial gown. The words of this bestowal of grace, how they are like a great cord as they go forth! With the spread of order throughout the Great Xia, a springtime for all things; [The king] rests in benevolence and rests in compassion.
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In the Book of Rites, Confucius describes the words of a king as akin to a silken thread, but once they go forth into the world, they are like a cord. If they begin as a cord, then they go forth into the world as a great rope. Yi here uses this allusion to indicate that Kija was in possession of royal qualities as set out by Confucius. 54 Similarly, the second couplet ascribes to him the ability to bring order to all the land and to conduct itself properly as both sovereign and father to all. The spreading of order throughout the Great Xia is a reference Yi takes from the Book of Odes to indicate the ability of the sovereign to bring peace impartially to all lands without regard to boundaries and frontiers. 55 In so doing, the sovereign brings the world into prosperity, into a spring that all things experience. To rest in benevolence and compassion are the traits of a lord and father, respectively, as indicated in the "Great Learning" chapter of the Book of Odes. When King Wen of Zhou acted in his capacity as a lord, he did so with a natural benevolence. When he acted in the capacity of father, he did so with a natural compassion. 56 Kija was thus royal in his pronouncements and benevolent and compassionate in his role as lord and father to all. This was the nature of his Chosŏn rule and bequest. Although Chosŏn was fearful and devoted in the previous section, Yi reiterated the Chosŏn connection with the sagely statecraft of Kija. The teachings of Kija here are a Chosŏn patrimony.
Moving the text toward its conclusion, Yi draws deeply from the Kija's discussion of "royal perfection," the fifth of the Nine Divisions of the Great Plan. Here again he tightly binds
Chosŏn to Kija, citing him as the very source of the moral transformation through scholarship that is at the heart of the Ru Tradition: The perfection of human ethics (人倫之至) at the foundation of Kija's Great Plan is to be found in the impartiality of the king. 58 It is this impartiality that enables him to take into consideration High. 59 In citing Kija's advice that a king should look among his people for those of ability and keep them close, 60 Yi suggests that Kija noticed in Chosŏn people of ability whom he kept close.
This again is a special relationship and status that Chosŏn alone could claim in this conversation between the two courts.
In the final section, Yi once more wrangles the text back a submissive stance with a portrait of a Chosŏn chastened and obedient, prudent and fearful:
There are those who hear but do not act:
The result of the deserted scholarship in daily decline.
Considering the small serving the great, How could we imagine a severed flow of envoys to court? 61 Those who lose interest in scholarship, who let their efforts slide more and more with each passing day until they have neither the interest nor the ability to study, will find that they do not act upon what they have managed to learn and retain. Naturally, this is not the case with Chosŏn, the timber incident were thus no more than an anomalous annoyance not to be taken as a prelude to ending the dispatch of envoys to the Qing court. Chosŏn was not a state to hear but not act upon what it had learned.
The imagery of this final line is that of a flow interrupted, a "severed flow of envoys to court" ( 折流之朝宗). The last phrase 朝宗 refers on one level to envoy visits to court but can also express the flow of rivers to the sea, as though they were returning to their origin. 62 statecraft by virtue of its unique relationship with Kija. And yet, it was the moral order of Kija itself that informed Chosŏn submission to the Qing court, for it is a matter of natural order, the nature of things, that the constellations should revolve around the pole star and that lesser states should likewise revolve around the imperial court. It is not a text without tension as Yi navigated between autonomy and submission, both based upon the Chosŏn relationship with Kija. And yet, by the final couplets, Yi managed to pilot the narrative to the conclusion that there was a shared understanding of cosmic forces, ethical statecraft, moral order, and the place Chosŏn occupied within this matrix and thus in relationship to the Qing throne. In this text, the relationship with all its attending tensions was once more launched.
Logistical Problems and the Coarse Discourse of the Frontier
Even as these exchanges were taking place and the transgressed relationship was restored, there was little evidence of loyalty and benevolence, trust and guidance, and the timeless action of the moral force of the cosmos so carefully illumined in tributary discourse at work among the Chosŏn and Qing laborers, lumberjacks, soldiers, and frontier officials as they toiled on the frontier to complete the timber transfer. On November 22, four days after Yu Changhwan departed Hansŏng for Beijing, the Chosŏn court received word that there had been some misunderstanding in Jilin. The officer in command of the Chosŏn transport detail had returned to Chosŏn and made his report to Kim Yuyŏn, governor of Hamgyŏng Province. Kim in turn reported to the Border Defense Command that the Chosŏn contingent had received the larger timbers in the agreed-upon amount, but Qing officials refused to allow the felling of the smaller timbers slated for use as rafters and purlins. When the Chosŏn detail pointed out that the smaller timbers had not yet been cut, the Qing officers told them to come back later to fetch them in a second batch. In his report on the matter, the Chosŏn transport officer raised three issues that needed consideration before responding. First, Qing officials did not provide the Chosŏn mission with any documentation or invitation that would enable a second border crossing into Qing territory. Second, An Haeyul, the Chosŏn interpreter from Kyŏngwŏn who initially led the group into Jilin, had fled into Manchuria upon hearing of Governor Kim's investigation. It was An who apparently knew the details of the timber deal as the Chosŏn mission did not understand that the timber was to be delivered in phases. Third, even if the Chosŏn government decided to send a second mission into Jilin to fetch the smaller timbers, it was a journey of more than 500 li suggested by the lofty rhetoric of the tributary documents traveling between Hansŏng and Beijing, Chŏng seems to have initially suspected that the colonel of Hunchun was lying about the order from the Board of Rites, but after repeated communications from his counterpart across the river, he finally came to the conclusion that the order was real. Chŏng explained that he had already informed Hunchun that the small timbers had been harvested in Chosŏn territory and the reconstruction was complete, but because the order from the Board of Rites was backed by an imperial edict, the Chosŏn government would have to move carefully and fashion a response.
The Chosŏn throne authorized Chŏng to reply and also sent a reply of its own to the Board of Rites one week later. Now the market offices have been rebuilt. We cut the small timbers near the construction site. We have received your message asking if we are going to use [your] timbers and we reply now that we will not…
Having experienced extraordinary grace, we are emotionally overcome and fearful. We will not be using any of the small timbers stored at your offices. 73 The message is undoubtedly to the point, but it is nearly devoid of the tributary discourse brimming with classical allusion and invocation of timeless submission that characterized the saŭn p'yo coming out of Hansŏng. When Chŏng does employ the stock phrase "we are emotionally overcome…" it not only seems out of place, it is utterly nullified by the following sentence; he could not have been so emotionally overwhelmed by extraordinary imperial grace if he was so easily able to refuse an imperial gift. Despite its coarseness, the message was forwarded on to Beijing. Having received the communications from Hansŏng and Kyŏngwŏn, the Board of Rites obtained imperial approval to allow the Jilin government to keep the abandoned timbers and then finally declared the case closed on June 11, 1865, more than one year after Sin Myŏnghŭi first sent his runners across the Tumen River.
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Conclusion
The gulf between the discourse of tribute and the operations of the relationship it purports to describe present a problem. One may take it as a literal belief system in which the Qing and tribute. The expressions of gratitude for imperial grace produced in the midst of the timber incident are intertextual choreographies, and as such we cannot coerce them into a congress with more easily digestible empirical realities; their only fleeting contacts with the material are to appropriate it into the realm of the intertextual, to integrate it as another thread in the tight weave of allusion and citation.
We may, then, understand tributary discourse as a system of reference in search of referents, but such a conclusion does not address the importance of this discourse. Despite the deeply conventional nature of these documents, the discourse mattered. Among the very first steps the court took were to compose texts in which the throne acknowledged the transgression and then, through the deployment of the tropes of tributary discourse, to restore the relationship.
Indeed, from the perspective of the Chosŏn court, the text itself modulates the seriousness of the violations and missteps. Here the text does not describe a condition external to the text; it is the text and its production that are the condition. The text produces a space in which the states interact, the places from which the states interact, and, by so doing, creates and defines the interaction. It is of less interest to ask these texts to speak about the Chosŏn-Qing relationship, for their production is the relationship. Once the central governments intervened, the machinations of their local officials and their myriad shortcuts gone awry-however remote they may have been from Chejam, Kija, and the Great Plan-became suspended in the discursive matrix wrought with tributary documents. In approaching these materials, then, the central 
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